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Abstract 
The transition to kindergarten is foundational for children’s future school performance and families’ 
relationships with the educational system. Despite its well-documented benefits, few studies have 
explored family engagement across the pre-Kindergarten (pre-K) to kindergarten transition nor 
considered the role of geographic context during this period. This study examined trajectories of family 
engagement across the pre-K to K transition, and identified whether engagement differs for families in 
rural versus urban settings. Participants were 248 parents of children who participated in publicly funded 
pre-K programs and transitioned one year later into kindergarten. Home-based involvement increased 
from pre-K through kindergarten. School-based involvement increased during pre-K and decreased 
through the end of kindergarten. Structural and relational communication remained stable during pre-K 
and decreased through the end of kindergarten. Compared to urban parents, rural parents reported less 
home-based involvement, structural communication, and relational communication. Implications for 


practice and policy are explored. 


FAMILY ENGAGEMENT AND TRANSITION TO KINDERGARTEN 3 


Longitudinal and Geographic Trends in Family Engagement During the 
Pre-Kindergarten to Kindergarten Transition 
Introduction 

Parents play a critical role in the early learning and development of their children. They create 
opportunities for children to explore their environments and interact meaningfully with people and 
objects. They provide a context within which cognitive, social, emotional, behavioral, and physical 
development can be stimulated. Parents establish relationships and connections within and outside of the 
home that are important for children’s overall academic and social-emotional learning (NASEM, 2016). 

Parents are in a position to provide consistent stimulation and support for children’s learning 
during early school experiences (i.e., pre-Kindergarten; pre-K), and during educational transitions to 
kindergarten (K). Involvement of parents during the pre-K period is related to growth in children’s 
preliteracy skills (Arnold, Zeljo, Doctoroff, & Ortiz, 2008) and social competencies (Sheridan, Knoche, 
Edwards, Bovaird, & Kupzyk, 2010). The transition to kindergarten is a particularly sensitive time, as it 
sets the foundation for children’s future school performance and families’ relationships with the 
educational system (Malsch, Green, & Kothari, 2011; Schulting, Malone, & Dodge, 2005). Difficult 
transitions are associated with adjustment problems (Margetts, 2009), and children who enter school 
behind their peers in important skill areas are at risk for falling further behind as they progress through 
school (McClelland, Acock, & Morrison, 2006). Given that parents are among the primary influencers of 
children’s early learning across the pre-K to K transition, it is important to understand their engagement 
during that period. 

Parent engagement practices are likely influenced by the contexts within which parent-child and 
parent-teacher interactions occur. One important context likely to impact practices and patterns associated 
with parental engagement is the community within which children live. Variations across community 
settings likely contribute to different forms of family engagement (Keys, 2015), and subsequently 
children’s outcomes (Miller & Votruba-Drzal, 2013). Conceptually, geographic context (in this case, rural 


or urban setting) represents an important system that could potentially impact how a child and family 
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experience the pre-K to K transition. However, little is known about how living in a rural or urban 
community contributes to parent engagement during this period of transition. 
Theoretical Framework 

Ecological theory provides a useful framework for understanding the various systems and 
contexts that influence children’s development (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). Most proximal are microsystems, 
comprised of practices, interactions, and learning activities in the home and in formal and informal 
learning environments that play a role in development. These microsystems of home and school 
experienced by children create a broader system that also impacts children’s development (i.e., the 
mesosystem) comprised of relationships between microsystems, such as between children’s parents and 
teachers/providers. More distal is the exosystem, which includes the geographic context within which 
children, families, and schools reside (e.g., rural/urban/suburban locales and their distinct characteristics). 
The exosystem influences the types of experiences, opportunities, and resources that are available. 
Broader yet are macrosystem variables whose overarching cultural, political, and normative nuances 
permeate the exo- (communities), meso- (relationships) and micro- (immediate home and school 
environments) system levels. Finally, the chronosystem represents how systems and their influences 
change over time in relation to children’s ongoing developmental processes and the micro-, meso-, exo- 
and macro-systems. Attention to the chronosystem allows for the recognition that timing of engagement 
may impact immediate and long-term childhood trajectories. Furthermore, the nature and effects of 
engagement and its various forms may differ across developmental periods. 

To capture fully the nature and effects of various influences on children’s learning, we need to 
understand how systems operate and interact, immediately and over time. The purposes of this study are 
to determine (a) the changing course of family engagement across the pre-K to K transition, and (b) 
whether family engagement practices and trajectories differ for families living in rural versus urban 
communities. As an ecologically oriented study, we are honing in on aspects of family engagement that 
permeate systems. Specifically, we explore family engagement (a) within home and school microsystems, 


(b) as reflected in mesosystemic relationships between parents and teachers, (c) within the context of 
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geographic location (rural, urban) at the level of the exosystem, and (d) across the pre-K to K transition, 
reflecting the chronosystem. In the present study, we use the term “parent” to refer to an adult who holds 
primary responsibility for the care and well-being of a child; “parent engagement” and “family 
engagement” are also used interchangeably. 

Multidimensionality of Family Engagement 

Many terms have been used to characterize roles and relationships between families and schools, 
such as parent involvement, parent-teacher partnership, home-school collaboration, and the like. We use 
the term “engagement” intentionally because it encompasses the many ways that parents participate in 
their children’s learning, including home-based practices to provide stimulation and learning support 
(e.g., shared book reading), involvement in opportunities provided by educators at school (e.g., 
volunteering at school events), exchange of information and communication with educators (e.g., sending 
messages), and creation of positive relationships or partnerships with teachers (e.g., making joint 
decisions about learning goals). 

Parenting practices in the home are important for young children’s overall school readiness 
(Sheridan, Knoche, Kupzyk, Edwards, & Marvin, 2011; Weigel, Martin, & Bennett, 2006). Children 
whose parents are actively involved with their young child at home demonstrate capacities to interact 
prosocially, manage frustration, and solve problems (Denham, Bassett, & Wyatt, 2007). Parent 
engagement in young children’s learning experiences during the preschool period has been linked to early 
vocabulary and language skills (Hart & Risley, 1995; Hindman & Morrison, 2012); alphabet knowledge 
(Sénéchal, 2006); self-regulation, cooperation and compliance (Hindman & Morrison, 2012); numeracy 
skills (Napoli & Purpura, 2018) and social-behavioral skills (Sheridan et al., 2010). Furthermore, early 
reading experiences in the home predict later language and literacy readiness in kindergarten and reading 
skills in early elementary school, demonstrating long-term effects of early parent engagement in home 
literacy practices (Forget-Dubois et al., 2009). 

Parenting practices at school represent an additional context for demonstrating support for 


children’s learning. Parenting practices such as visiting the school, attending conferences, or volunteering 
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promote connections between adults in children’s most proximal learning environments—home and 
school. In both explicit and implicit ways, these school-based engagement practices could help parents 
increase their knowledge about upcoming events, acquire strategies to support their children’s 
development and learning, or gain resources to benefit their family. Benefits of parents’ school-based 
involvement to children are experienced when information, skills, or access to resources are transferred 
into meaningful parent-child interactions outside of school (Lee & Bowen, 2006). 

Interactions that parents have with their child’s early educators are also important. Intervention 
research investigating the efficacy of a family—school partnership intervention found that the quality of 
the parent-teacher relationship mediates the effects of the intervention on students’ social skills 
(Sheridan, Bovaird, Glover, Garbacz, Witte & Kwon, 2012) as well as home and school behaviors 
(Sheridan et al., 2017a; Sheridan, Witte, Holmes, Wu, Bhatia, & Angell, 2017b). Communication 
practices between home and school are often identified as a determinant of parent-teacher relationships, 
and a high priority for parents and teachers alike (Lang, Tolbert, Schoppe-Sullivan, & Bonomi, 2016). 
Communication between parents and teachers can vary in form (how communications are delivered) and 
nature (what is communicated), and can be structural (i.e., focused on school practices or information) or 
relational (i.e., focused on interpersonal dynamics such as trust). Communication between parents and 
teachers is important for enhancing both teacher and parent outcomes; high quality communication 
between parents and teachers has been found responsible for improving teachers’ practices (Sheridan et 
al., 2018) as well as increasing parents’ participation in their children’s schooling (Kohl, Lengua, & 
McMahon, 2000; Waanders, Mendez, & Downer, 2007). 

Family Engagement Across Rural and Urban Settings 

Ecological systems likely influence the myriad ways that family engagement manifests. However, 
most of the research on family engagement has been conducted in urban settings with little attention to 
the rural context (Semke & Sheridan, 2012), despite documented differences in parenting practices and 
family—school connections between rural and urban settings. Studies that have explored geographic 


context and parent activities generally find differences in frequency of engagement behaviors between 
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urban and rural samples, in favor of urban. Such studies tend to focus on a notion of family engagement 
that is limited to parent practices at the school (Prater, Bermudez, & Owens, 1997), or assess perceptions 
at one point in time (Keys, 2015). There is a dearth of information about patterns of family engagement 
using a multidimensional conception of family engagement, across the pre-K to K transition, and how the 
patterns may vary as a function of community context. 

Rural communities have many assets that enhance the potential for family engagement (McBride, 
Bae, & Blatchford, 2002). Rural communities tend to value collaboration and cooperation and place a 
high priority on family and relationships. Rural schools are generally comprised of dense and 
intergenerational relationships and networks, and limited bureaucracy allows for direct communication 
between home and school. They are small in size, and often serve as the cultural center of the community. 
However, by definition, rural communities are isolated which results in limited access to resources. Rural 
schools often have small class sizes, but the potential benefit is attenuated by teachers with lower levels of 
educational attainment, limited specialization in areas such as special education and bilingual 
certification, and fewer professional development experiences (Lavalley, 2018; Player, 2015). Inadequate 
funding for rural schools is a significant barrier, with rural districts receiving on average just 17% of state 
education funding (Showalter, Klein, Johnson, & Hartman, 2017). Additional challenges facing rural 
schools and families include distance to schools and agencies, dispersed social networks, and limited 
educational, health, mental health, and recreational opportunities for rural families. Furthermore, despite 
the fact that student populations in rural areas have decreased overall, the number of English Language 
Learners and minority student populations have increased (Lavalley, 2018). Structural realities and 
cultural shifts in rural communities may potentially limit rural parents’ abilities to engage with schools. 
Current Study 

There is a need to understand the degree to which parents are engaged with children’s learning 
across the pre-K to K transition, and whether geographic context (rural or urban) influences family 


engagement over time. Our specific research questions are: 
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1. Does parent-reported family engagement (home-based and school-based involvement; and 
structural and relational communication) change from entry into pre-K through the kindergarten year? 

2. Does parent-reported family engagement (home-based and school-based involvement; and 
structural and relational communication) differ for children in rural versus urban schools? 

Methods 
Setting 

The current study was conducted in rural and urban communities in one Midwest state. Two 
hundred forty-eight (248) Pre-K children were enrolled in ten rural school districts/community agencies, 
and two urban school districts. Sixteen of the 248 pre-K children transitioned out of their initial school 
district into twelve new districts in kindergarten, yielding a total representation of 24 school districts 
when children were in kindergarten. The National Center for Education Statistics Office of Management 
and Budget (NCES, 2000) categorizes school districts into one of 12 categories within four locale codes: 
city and suburb (defined by population, including small, midsize, large) and town and rural (defined by 
population and proximity to urban centers, including fringe, distant, remote). For our purposes, all cities 
and suburbs are considered “urban,” and town and rural are considered “rural.” Thus, our final sample is 
comprised of two pre-K and seven kindergarten urban districts, and 10 pre-K and 17 kindergarten rural 
districts. 

Pre-K teachers taught in classrooms operated within school districts or Head Start programs. All 
classrooms were publicly funded. The majority of pre-K classrooms were located within elementary 
schools (n = 51); the remaining classrooms were located in stand-alone buildings or community agencies 
(n = 14). Rural pre-K classrooms were mostly half-day (65% half-day; 35% full-day) and urban pre-K 
classrooms were nearly equally divided between half- and full-day (54% half-day; 46% full-day). Pre-K 
classroom size ranged from 9 to 20 students in rural classrooms, and 14 to 20 students in urban 
classrooms. Children transitioned into 150 kindergarten classrooms in 84 schools. Kindergarten 
classrooms were in session a full day during the academic year. Kindergarten classroom size ranged from 


10 to 26 students in rural classrooms, and 13 to 26 students in urban classrooms. 


FAMILY ENGAGEMENT AND TRANSITION TO KINDERGARTEN 9 


Participants 

Participants were enrolled in a longitudinal study intended to examine the learning experiences of 
children from pre-K through Grade 3 in rural and urban communities in the Midwest. The current study 
includes data that were collected across the pre-K through kindergarten transition. The present study 
includes 248 children (with missing data and exclusions described in the data analysis plan). Children 
whose parents were fluent in English and/or Spanish were eligible for participation. Parents were mostly 
female (92%), 53% identified as White, 24% as Hispanic/Latino, 16% Black/African American, and 7% 
as a different race not listed above or multiple races. Sixty-five pre-K teachers participated and had 
between | to 5 children from their classrooms enrolled in the study; 122 kindergarten teachers were 
involved with 1 to 5 children from their classrooms in the study. Specific demographic details for pre-K 
and kindergarten teachers, urban and rural family participants are provided in Table 1. Chi-square 
analyses exploring differences between rural and urban classroom contexts were conducted; these results 
also are in Table 1. 
Procedures 

Data were collected at three time points: the end of the fall and end of the spring semesters of 
children’s pre-K year, and the end of the spring semester of children’s kindergarten year (Time 1 [T1], 
Time 2 [T2] and Time 3 [T3], respectively). Teachers completed questionnaires via a secure, web-based 
platform. Parents completed questionnaires during a meeting with a research assistant in their homes, at 
the school, or at a convenient location within the community. Fifteen percent of families completed the 
survey in Spanish at T1 and T2, and 16% at T3. 
Measures 

Family engagement at home and school, and structural and relational communication with the 
child’s teacher, were collected using two parent-report measures. 

Family Involvement Questionnaire. The Family Involvement Questionnaire (FIQ; Fantuzzo, 
Tighe, & Childs, 2000) is a multidimensional scale of family engagement for children in pre-K through 


first grade. The scale consists of 36 items across three factors tapping home-based involvement (parent 
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engagement in home-based learning activities), school-based involvement (parent participation in school- 
based functions) and home-school conferencing (family—school communication about children’s 
successes and challenges). For the current study, we have reconceptualized the “conferencing” factor as 
one tapping “structural communication” given its primary focus assessing communication between 
parents and teachers about school. Items are rated on a 4-point Likert-type scale (1 = rarely; 2 = 
sometimes; 3 = often; 4 = always); t-scores are generated for each factor (M = 50, SD = 10). For this 
study, internal consistency of scores is strong for each time point (i.e., 0 = .87 - .88 for home-based 
involvement, a = .79 - .86 for school-based involvement, o = .87 - .90 for structural communication). 

Parent-Teacher Relationship Scale - II. The Parent-Teacher Relationship Scale - IT (PTRS-II; 
Vickers & Minke, 1995) contains 24 items that assess two specific relationship constructs: joining 
(mutual respect, dependability, and shared expectations) and communication-to-other (respondent’s view 
of their communicative contribution to the relationship; Vickers & Minke, 1995). The scale assesses the 
overall quality of the parent-teacher relationship. For purposes of the present study, we reconceptualized 
the “communication to other” factor as one tapping “relational communication” given its emphasis on 
parents’ communication with the teacher regarding the parent-teacher relationship. Each item is scored on 
a 5-point Likert-type scale and rated as: 1 = Almost Never; 2 = Once in a While; 3 = Sometimes; 4 = 
Frequently; 5 = Almost Always. Given our interest in communication as a tangible action within the 
parent-teacher relationship, we utilized the parent’s report of the communication factor only. Internal 
consistency estimates for this factor are 0 = .84 (T1), a = .86 (T2), and a = .89 (T3). 

Covariates. Parent and family covariates were derived from the parent demographic form 
administered at each time point and included in analyses as follows. Household income status was 
dichotomized as (a) below 150% federal poverty level (FPL) and/or received one or more sources of 
government income/support (e.g., welfare; food stamps; nutrition program support; unemployment 
insurance) at one or more data collection time points, versus (b) above 150% FPL and did not receive any 
support at all data collection time points. Parent race/ethnicity was self-reported and categorized as White, 


Black, Hispanic, or other race/ethnicity (other race not listed above or multiple races). Parents highest 
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reported education was categorized as (a) less than a high school diploma/GED; (b) high school 
diploma/GED; (c) some college or a certificate; (d) 2-year college degree; or (e) 4-year college degree or 
greater. Parent-reported language spoken most often at home with the child was coded as (a) English only 
at all time points, or (b) another language or multiple languages at one or more time points. 
Analytic Approach 

Cross-classified multilevel modeling was performed to address the study questions while 
accounting for dependency among observations due to multiple time points nested within 
children/parents, and children/parents crossed with pre-K and kindergarten classrooms and schools. 
Analyses were carried out using the MIXED procedure in the SAS/STATo®, Version 9.4 software 
environment, with restricted maximum likelihood (REML) estimation and Kenward-Rogers denominator 
degrees of freedom. The MIXED procedure uses all available data such that cases were retained in the 
analysis if they had outcome data for at least one time point and nonmissing covariates (four cases were 
dropped resulting in NV = 248). Because this study focused on trajectories of parent-report measures over 
time, a very small number (1%) of time-level observations were omitted due to the parent respondent 
changing over time (e.g., if the mother responded at Times 1 and 3 and the father responded at Time 2, 
the Time 2 data were omitted). Statistical significance was assessed at the a = .05 level. Cohen’s d was 
estimated as a measure of effect size, with the denominator based on the population standard deviation for 
the FIQ ¢-scores and the pooled sample standard deviation at Time | for the PTRS. 

Results 

Parameter estimates for the four family engagement models are provided in Table 2. There were 
no significant time by geographic context interactions, so time and context associations are discussed 
separately below. 
Does Family Engagement (Home- and School-based Involvement; Structural and Relational 
Communication) Change from Entry into Pre-K through the Kindergarten Year? 

Figure | illustrates the model-predicted family engagement scores and 95% confidence intervals 


across each of the three study time points. There was a significant positive linear association between 
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time and parents’ report of their home-based involvement (b = 1.24, SE = 0.55, p = .027), with scores 
increasing on average by .04 SD units from fall of pre-K to spring of pre-K and .10 SD units from spring 
of pre-K to spring of kindergarten. Significant quadratic associations of time were observed for parents’ 
report of their school-based involvement (b = -5.33, SE = 1.46, p < .001), structural communication (b = - 
3.59, SE = 1.79, p = .045), and relational communication (b = -0.45, SE = 0.20, p = .023). School-based 
involvement scores increased on average by .13 SD units from fall of pre-K to spring of pre-K, but 
decreased by an average of .17 SD units from spring of pre-K to spring of kindergarten. Structural and 
relational communication scores did not change on average across pre-K but significantly decreased by an 
average of .20 SD units (structural) and .22 SD units (relational) from spring of pre-K to spring of 
kindergarten. 

Does Family Engagement (Home- and School-based Involvement; Structural and Relational 
Communication) Differ for Children in Rural versus Urban Schools? 

Figure 2 illustrates the model-predicted family engagement scores and 95% confidence intervals 
by geographic context. On average, parents of children who attended school in an urban community 
setting reported greater home-based involvement (b = -4.90, SE = 1.46, p < .001, d = -0.49), structural 
communication (b = -6.41, SE = 1.46, p < .001, d = -0.64), and relational communication (b = -0.29, SE = 
0.14, p = .039, d= -0.29) than parents of children who attended school in a rural setting. There were no 
significant differences in school-based involvement by geographic context. 

Discussion 

This study explored the nature of parent engagement from an ecological lens. We investigated 
practices at the level of the microsystem (i.e., home-based and school-based involvement) and 
mesosystem (i.e., parent-teacher connection), as well as exosystem (i.e., rural/urban locale) and 
chronosystem (i.e., pre-K to K transition). The results of this study reveal important patterns of parent 
engagement in children’s learning within and across children’s earliest formal learning experiences over 


time, and differences between geographic contexts. 


FAMILY ENGAGEMENT AND TRANSITION TO KINDERGARTEN 13 


Patterns of Family Engagement 

Meta-analyses show consistently the benefits of parenting practices and home-based learning 
approaches (such as family literacy activities, talking to children about school) on academic (Kim & 
Quinn, 2013; van Steensel, McElvany, & Kurvers, 2011) and social-emotional (Sheridan, Smith, Kim, 
Beretvas, & Park, 2019) competencies for children across pre-K, elementary, and secondary grades. Our 
findings suggest the manner in which parents support their child’s early learning as they transition to 
kindergarten in one Midwestern state changes over time. Significant increases in home-based 
involvement is evident from pre-K through kindergarten. Given the time and opportunities parents 
provide their children, activities in the home environment represent a malleable factor that can augment 
learning. Even when children receive high quality experiences in multiple settings (e.g., pre-K, 
elementary school classrooms), optimal learning outcomes require additional positive stimulation in the 
home (Crosnoe et al., 2010). Thus, although the change over time is considered small, the consistent 
increase in home-based involvement from the beginning of pre-K through the end of kindergarten is an 
important and encouraging pattern. 

Consistent with some previous research (e.g., Daniel, 2015; Murray, McFarland-Piazza, & 
Harrison, 2015), our data indicate that parental school-based engagement and communication with 
teachers decline over time. These forms of engagement that tangibly link home and school yield unique 
opportunities that may benefit children’s learning (Waanders, Mendez, & Downer, 2007), so the small but 
significant decelerating patterns in both structural and relational communication from pre-K to K may 
raise concern. Unpacking the trajectories a bit more, it is evident for the current sample that patterns of 
self-reported involvement in school-based activities (e.g., events occurring at school) and communication 
changed from the start to the end of pre-K to the end of kindergarten. Whereas early childhood programs 
may offer consistent opportunities for parents to engage over the course of the pre-K year, kindergarten 
classrooms are often more structured and routinized in academic content than most pre-K classrooms. 
Relative to pre-K settings, parents of kindergarten students may experience less opportunities for face-to- 


face contact and communication, fewer welcoming messages and practices, and fewer policy guidelines 
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related to parent engagement. These contextual differences may attenuate kindergarten parents’ 
engagement in the school setting, and in communication efforts with their child’s kindergarten teacher. 
Future research would benefit from discerning the specific activities or communication practices adopted 
by parents early on, how these may transfer to kindergarten and beyond, and how they relate to child 
outcomes over time. 
Influence of Geographic Context 

This study reinforces other studies that have reported the importance of community and 
geographic context vis-a-vis family engagement. Indeed, the consistent differences in the nature and 
amount of family engagement in our urban versus rural samples are noteworthy. Generally speaking, for 
families in the current study, engagement in children’s learning in rural communities is lower than in 
urban settings. Geographic location may be expected to affect only some forms of engagement (e.g., 
school-based involvement), yet our data suggest that is not the case. Rural parents reported significantly 
less engagement than urban parents in home-based involvement with a moderate effect size indicating the 
importance of geographical context in parenting practices in the home. Likewise, geographic context had 
a medium to large impact on the structural communications parents reported with teachers, with rural 
parents reporting significantly less than urban parents. These forms of engagement (1.e., home-based 
involvement, structural communication) do not appear to be contingent on proximity to schools, yet rural 
parents reported significantly less involvement with these types of practices than did urban parents. 
Certain structural communications between schools and homes rely increasingly on internet-based 
methods, however reliable and efficient broadband is significantly more limited in rural compared to 
other geographic areas nationally (Microsoft, 2017). Diminishing communications may also limit rural 
families’ perceptions of their roles in their children’s early education, including those practiced at home. 
Greater research attention to rural parents’ expectations and motivations for engagement, and how their 
community context may influence these role constructs, is needed. 

Small but significant differences between rural and urban parents’ reports of relational 


communication were also revealed, with urban parents reporting greater frequency of this form of 
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engagement. It is possible that the difference in relational communication is due to limited access to and 
opportunities for parent-teacher partnership-building and support in rural versus urban communities. For 
example, in some rural communities, the geographic distance between school buildings and families’ 
homes may limit parent and teacher time for collaborative, relationship-building meetings (Kushman & 
Barnhardt, 2001). If parents and teachers face long commutes to and from the school, time for face-to- 
face meetings is reduced and communication may be limited to brief notes or phone calls home (McBride 
et al., 2002). This interpretation is tempered to some degree by our finding of no difference between rural 
and urban parents’ reports of school-based involvement, however this form of engagement was low 
across settings. 

Our findings add to the literature creating a better picture of early parenting practices in rural 
communities over time. Despite the many strengths associated with rural communities, our study 
corroborates previous research reporting significant differences in parent engagement practices in rural 
versus urban communities (Keys, 2015). A large meta-analysis found that the effects of family-school 
interventions on children’s social-behavioral competency and mental health were greatest for rural 
children, possibly due to the increased social capital gained when families and schools work together in 
under-resourced settings (Sheridan et al., 2019). Our current findings revealing significantly less 
engagement for rural families represents a missed opportunity to support children in rural schools, and 
identifies a dire need to establish relevant and meaningful roles for rural families. 

Study Limitations 

The current study provides deeper understanding about multidimensional aspects of family 
engagement (i.e., home- and school-based involvement, and structural and relational communication) 
across urban and rural settings and during the pre-K to K transition than what has been available 
heretofore. However, it is not without its limitations. This study is based on one state in the Midwest, so 
the sample is not representative of all parts of the country, and all urban and rural communities. Given the 
significant variability across rural and urban settings, the study requires replication in order to draw 


generalizable conclusions. A second concern aligns with the source of information in the current study. 
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Specifically, family engagement in this study was reported by parents only. Teachers’ perceptions of 
parents’ involvement at school, or communication between parents and teachers, were not included in this 
study. The method used to collect data was self-report only, with no corroborating observational or direct 
measures of engagement collected. These source and method biases require attention prior to concluding 
with confidence the reliability of the present data. Third, assessments were conducted twice in pre-K, but 
only once in kindergarten. 

A final limitation of this study is the measure used to assess home-based family engagement. The 
FIQ was originally developed for use with a sample of urban families, primarily English-speaking. Thus, 
the items might be more reflective of practices and activities appropriate for families in urban and not 
rural settings, and for English-speaking families. Further exploration of the relevance of this measure for 
culturally and linguistically diverse and rural samples is a direction for future research. 
Future Directions 

Family engagement has been posited as one strategy to support children’s cognitive, behavioral, 
socioemotional development, and school readiness. Whereas there is reason to be optimistic given the 
increase in home-based involvement from pre-K to K, trends in other family engagement areas (e.g., 
school-based involvement, structural communication) are concerning. Decreases in the amount and 
quality of communication during the kindergarten year may illuminate a concerning trend in need of 
further investigation. There is a need for future studies to examine whether qualitative differences exist in 
how parents and schools view family engagement across different geographic contexts. Studies are 
needed examining the links between family engagement and children’s development and learning across 
the pre-K to K years, and whether they vary across community contexts. Family engagement has the child 
at the center; thus understanding variations in children’s needs as they relate to engagement is important. 
This will illuminate potential similarities and differences in how family engagement may be related to 
children’s development and learning, and variations due to contexts, which has implications for 


interventions. 
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Characteristics of Parents and Teachers Across Urban and Rural Settings 
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Total Urban Rural Urban vs. Rural 
N = 248 (100%) N = 132 (53.2%) N = 116 (46.8%) Comparison 
Parents N % N % N % y2/LRT (df) 2) 
Relationship to child 17.22(2) < .001 
Mother 224 90.3 116 87.9 108 93.1 
Father 19 7.7 11 8.3 8 6.9 
Othera 5 2.0 5 3.8 0 0.0 
Language most often spoken at home with 5.89(1) O15 
child 
Only English 189 76.2 89 67.4 100 86.2 
Other 59 23.8 43 32.6 16 13.8 
Race/Ethnicity 119.70(3) < .001 
Black 40 16.1 40 30.3 0 0.0 
Hispanic or Latino 60 24.2 36 27.3 24 20.7 
Othere 16 6.5 12 9.1 4 3.5 
White 132 53.2 44 33.3 88 75.9 
Highest level of education 30.58(4) < .001 
Less than HS diploma/GED 31 12.5 25 18.9 6 5.2 
HS diploma/GED 66 26.6 37 28.0 29 25.0 
Some training beyond HS/1 year 86 34.7 49 37.1 37 31.9 
certificate 
Associate/2-year degree 21 8.5 12 9.1 9 7.8 
4-year degree or additional training 44 17.7 9 6.8 35 30.2 
Household incomea 8.40(1) .004 
>150% FPL and no support 59 23.8 18 13.6 41 35.3 
<150% FPL and/or support 189 76.2 114 86.4 75 64.7 
Total Urban Rural Urban vs. Rural 
N = 65 (100%) N = 39 (60.0%) N = 26 (40.0%) Comparison 
Preschool Teachers N % N % N % y2/LRT (df) Dp 
Gender 0.01(1) 931 
Female 64 98.5 38 97.4 26 100.0 
Male 1 1.5 1 2.6 0 0.0 
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Race/Ethnicity 1.64(2) 441 
Black 1 1.6 1 2.6 0 0.0 
Hispanic or Latino 3 4.7 2 5.1 1 4.0 
Otherc 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 
White 60 93.8 36 92.3 24 96.0 
Years of experience 7.74(2) 021 
Fewer than 5 years 16 25.0 11 28.9 5 19.2 
5-10 years 18 28.1 14 36.8 4 15.4 
More than 10 years 30 46.9 13 34.2 17 65.4 
Highest level of education 8.22(2) .016 
Associate/2-year degree 1 1.5 0 0.0 1 3.8 
4-year degree 38 58.5 21 53.8 17 65.4 
Education specialist or Master’s 26 40 18 46.2 8 30.7 
Teaching certificate Insufficient variability 
No 3 4.7 0 0.0 3 12.0 
Yes 61 95.3 39 100.0 22 88.0 
Total Urban Rural Urban vs. Rural 
N= 122 (100%) N =75 (61.5%) N=47 (38.5%) Comparison 
Kindergarten Teachers N % N % N % x2/LRT (df) Pp 
Gender Insufficient variability 
Female 118 99.2 71 98.6 47 100.0 
Male 1 0.8 1 1.4 0 0.0 
Race/Ethnicity 9.12(3) .028 
Black 1 0.9 1 1.4 0 0.0 
Hispanic or Latino 3 2.6 2 2.8 1 2.2 
Otherc 2 1.7 2 2.8 0 0.0 
White 111 94.9 66 93.0 45 97.8 
Years of experience 0.28(2) .869 
Fewer than 5 years 23 18.9 15 20.8 8 17.0 
5-10 years 29 23.8 17 23.6 12 25.5 
More than 10 years 67 54.9 40 55.6 27 57.4 
Highest level of education 8.22(2) .016 
Associate/2-year degree 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 
4-year degree 63 51.6 40 55.6 23 48.9 
Education specialist or Master’s 56 45.9 32 44.5 24 51.1 
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Teaching certificate Insufficient variability 
No 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 
Yes 119 100.0 72 100.0 47 100.0 


Note. Geographic comparisons based on multinomial logistic regression analyses with cluster-robust standard errors to account for nesting at the 
school level. y2 = chi-square difference test (for comparisons based on 1 degree of freedom). LRT = likelihood ratio test (for comparisons based 
on >1 degree of freedom). df = degrees of freedom. aGrandmother, stepmother, great-grandmother. pArabic, Chinese, Dinka, French, Karen, 
Kurdish, Ogoni, Spanish, Vietnamese, multiple languages. cAmerican Indian/Alaska Native, Asian, Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander, 
Other, or multiple races. «Government sources of income/support include welfare, TANF, general assistance, food stamps, WIC, unemployment 
insurance, SSI or Social Security Retirement, Disability, or Survivor’s benefits. 
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Cross-Classified Multilevel Model Parameter Estimates 


Home-based School-based Structural Relational 
Involvement Involvement Communication Communication 
Fixed Effects b SE p b SE p b SE p b SE Pp 
Intercept 51.11 2.22 <.001 45.54 1.79 <.001 54.33 2.14 <.001 4.32 0.20 <.001 
Time 1.24 0.55 .027 5.81 1.71 <.001 2.81 2.11 .184 0.39 0.23 .093 
Time x Time — — aoe -5.33 146 <.001 -3.59 1.79 .045 -0.45 0.20 .023 
Geographic -4.90 146 <.001 -0.98 1.26 .438 -6.41 1.46 <.001 -0.29 0.14 .039 
context 
Income 0.06 1.62 .969 0.64 1.28 .620 -1.65 1.56 .290 -0.14 0.14 332 
Race/Ethnicity F(3, 237) = 3.29, p= F(3, 240) = 2.28, p= F(3, 229) = 2.86, p= F(3, 225) = 0.33, p= 
O02 1a .080 .038b 806 
Black 2.42 1.93 .211 3.72 1.57 .019 3.85 1.88 .042 0.14 0.17 .421 
Hispanic 401 2.04 .050 1.12 1.62 .491 2.65 1.96 .178 0.02 0.18  .905 
Other -3.57 2.57 .166 -0.65 2.05 .750 -2.37 2.47  .340 -0.07 0.22. .742 
Education F(4, 235) = 1.08, p= F(4, 229) = 1.41, p= F(4, 235) = 1.95, p= F(4, 233) = 1.26, p= 


< HS diploma 
HS diploma 
Some college 
2-year degree 
Home language 


367 

-2.23 2.55  .383 
1.26 1.99 526 
-0.94 1.89 .619 
-2.07 2.57  .422 
-4.16 2.04 .043 
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-3.23 2.02 .111 
-1.61 1.57 .307 
-3.21 149 .033 
-1.76 2.04 .390 
-2.52 1.63 .123 


.103 

-3.93 2.45 111 
0.02 1.91 .992 
-3.00 1.82 .100 
-3.26 2.48 .190 
-2.79 1.97 157 


.288 

-0.28 0.22 .208 
0.09 0.17 614 
0.11 0.16 514 
0.02 0.22 .942 
-0.30 0.18 .090 


Variance Terms _ Est. Est. Est. Est. 
Pre-K school- --- 3.54 1.55 0.01 
level 

K school-level --- 1.78 --- 0.07 
Pre-K teacher- 3.99 1.60 0.65 0.04 
level 

K teacher-level 1.38 12.60 35.85 0.21 
Child-level 65.74 39.43 58.93 0.41 
Residual 37.95 22.69 34.91 0.43 
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Note. Time in months from the beginning of the school year was centered at the average fall pre-K parent assessment time 
point. Reference groups were urban, low income, White, 4-year degree or higher, and English-only home language. Dashes 
indicate effect was not included in model. aParents who identified as Black reported significantly greater home-based 
involvement than parents who were classified as “other” race/ethnicity (b = 5.99, SE = 2.78, p = .032) and parents who 
identified as Hispanic reported significantly greater home-based involvement than parents who were classified as “other” (b = 
7.58, SE = 2.80, p = .007). bParents who identified as Black reported significantly greater structural communication than 
parents who were classified as “other” (b = 6.22, SE = 2.68, p = .021) and parents who identified as White (b = 3.85, SE = 
1.88, p = .042). 
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Figure I. Model-predicted family engagement scores and 95% confidence intervals by study time point. 


Covariates held constant at the sample mean. Solid horizontal line indicates population mean of FIQ t- 


scores. d = Cohen’s d for time main effect (fall pre-K vs. spring pre-K; spring pre-K vs. spring 


kindergarten). *p < .05 for time main effect. 
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Figure 2. Model-predicted family engagement scores and 95% confidence intervals by geographic 
context. Covariates held constant at the sample mean. Solid horizontal line indicates population mean of 
FIQ t-scores. d= Cohen’s d for geographic context main effect. *p < .05 for geographic context main 


effect. 


